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  Introduction

  Fishing Stories is a roundup of stuff I’ve written over almost half a century. The first two stories I wrote one summer in the mid-1960s—“First Trout, First Lie” and “Mecca”—are here and I guess I like them about as well as any of the several hundred I wrote thereafter. They were what snared me away from the academic essays and articles I had been writing since my days as a graduate student, and I’ve long been especially grateful to them for giving me a much earthier voice, one much closer to something my own, and a path that gave me a life far from the academy. The span of this collection after those stories follows irregularly the arc of my life—full of stolen days astream, great adventure and travel, triumphs and disasters, and days that were chiefly just great fun. At the end, there’s even a piece about the Indian summer of a fisherman.

  Most of these stories and recollections have appeared somewhere before in a magazine, anthology, or book—and occasionally in different form. In some cases I’ve tried to correct rotten phrasing or sentences that leave wrong impressions. But mostly they appear as written, some more than forty years ago. In a few cases, I’ve included work not published in a trade book of my own before, like “Hemingway’s Many-Hearted Fox River,” which I wrote on assignment for National Geographic magazine, then revised for a limited edition published by Jane Timken. I’ve always liked that article for giving me a chance to speak about an author (and a story of his) who had meant a great deal to me when I first began to write. The trip was memorable and revealing.

  Because they were written at different times the stories vary greatly—but this is less for their occasional changes in style and point of view than because of the circumstances of my life at the time they were written. When I wrote the long opening section of Bright Rivers, part of which I’ve included here, the contrast between my fishing life and the challenges of living in New York City, with a large family, could not have been greater. There is a manic, feverish quality to parts of the book, and sharp contrasts, and I rarely wrote like that again.

  I think I always love to read and then to write what I call “shaggy fish tales,” somewhat true perhaps but hovering at the edges of truth, where truth bleeds comfortably into fun and even fantasy of an innocent sort. These I wrote with an unalloyed pleasure that I’ve always hoped gave readers some of the same. Some of these stories are close to straight reminiscence, hewing rather close to what actually happened—warts and pratfalls included, which I didn’t need to tinker with. A few come purely from my imagination, like “The Metamorphosis,” of course. And at times some of my deep-rooted questions are at the heart of a story—some plea for conserving the clean environment without which no fishing is possible, some quarrels with matters that have crept into the world of fishing, like competition, commercialism, or other qualities I could not help getting my two cents in about. In most cases you’ll know which is true, which isn’t, and always you’ll know where I’ve come down on social and environmental matters. I’ve tried to keep the fun of fishing in what I wrote and to avoid exaggerating the size or number of the fish I caught flagrantly, to avoid bragging, and hopefully to keep at the heart of the stories some of the joy fishing has given me.

  I competed with full force when I played basketball, which I once loved, but I’ve found little sense in competing with my neighbor or a fish, or watching it, or writing about it. I guess I feel fishing is a lot more intimate than all that, more personal—at least that’s the only way I can do it. Maybe I don’t brag about big fish caught because I have been too slender in that department. Nor will you find much about how to do it here, something others do with great skill and which I admire, though I have three thumbs. As a book publisher I met dozens of experts with great skills to share, and many became friends; but I am not an expert.

  What I love are the stories—real or imagined; I love the delicious feel of them that lets us live in them and believe them. I love the structure that draws us into them and holds us, and the surprise and suspense and delight that they imp from the fishing itself. I love the stories that tell us as much about the fisherman as the fish or the fishing. I treasure the link we feel toward anyone who pursues gamefish with rod and line. What great fun it all is! How wrong-headed it can be to freight it down with all that is ponderous, pretentious, commercial, competitive, ultimately unworthy and silly.

  I see there are a lot of family stories here, though in retrospect I’d have loved to spend much more time on the water with my four children. Well, I have four grandchildren and more time now than I once had, and perhaps I won’t be so anxious for these children of my children to fish that I scare them away.

  I’ve fished for more than seventy-five years and these stories are drawn from practically my earliest days prowling a Catskill creek until my Indian summer. Some are light, some serious. Some are clownish, dramatic, sad, quietly triumphant. I’ve tried over the years to register the fullness of my fishing life, the excitement and breadth and variety of the pursuit. I’ve had great pleasure writing these stories and hope you take pleasure reading them.

  —Nick Lyons

  Woodstock, New York

  May 2014
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  First Trout, First Lie

  My first angling experiences were in the lake that bordered the property my grandfather owned when the Laurel House in Haines Falls, New York, was his. At first no one gave me instructions or encouragement, I had no fishing buddies, and most adults in my world only attempted to dissuade me: they could only be considered the enemy.

  It was a small, heavily padded lake, little larger than a pond, and it contained only perch, shiners, pukinseeds, and pickerel. No bass. No trout. Invariably I fished with a long cane pole, cork bobber, string or length of gut, and snelled hook. Worms were my standby, though after a huge pickerel swiped at a small shiner I was diddling with, I used shiners for bait also, and caught a good number of reputable pickerel. One went a full four pounds and nearly caused my Aunt Blanche to leap into the lake when, after a momentous tug, it flopped near her feet; she was wearing open sandals. She screeched and I leaped toward her—to protect my fish.

  I also caught pickerel as they lay still in the quiet water below the dam and spillway. It was not beneath me to use devious methods; I was in those days cunning and resourceful and would lean far over the concrete dam to snare the pickerel with piano-wire loops. It took keen discipline to lower the wire at the end of a broomstick or willow sapling, down into the water behind the sticklike fish, slip it abruptly (or with impeccable slowness) forward to the gills, and yank.

  After the water spilled over at the dam it formed several pools in which I sometimes caught small perch, and then it meandered through swamp and woods until it met a clear spring creek; together they formed a rather sizeable stream, which washed over the famous Kaaterskill Falls behind the Laurel House and down into the awesome cleft.

  Often I would hunt for crayfish, frogs, and newts, in one or another of the sections of the creek—and use them for such delightful purposes as frightening the deliciously frightenable little girls, some of whom were blood (if not spiritual) relations.

  One summer a comedian who later achieved some reputation as a double-talker elicited my aid in supplying him with small frogs and crayfish; it was the custom to have the cups turned down at the table settings in the huge dining room, and he would place my little creatures under the cups of those who would react most noticeably. They did. Chiefly, though, I released what I caught in a day or so, taking my best pleasure in the catching itself, in cupping my hand down quickly on a small stream frog, grasping a bull frog firmly around its plump midsection, or trapping the elusive backdancers as they scuttered from under upturned rocks in the creek bed.

  Barefoot in the creek, I often saw small brightly colored fish no more than four inches long, darting here and there. Their spots—bright red and gold and purple—and their soft bodies intrigued me, but they were too difficult to catch and too small to be worth my time.

  That is, until I saw the big one under the log in the long pool beneath a neglected wooden bridge far back in the woods. From his shape and coloration, the fish seemed to be of the same species, and was easily sixteen or seventeen inches long. It was my eighth summer, and that fish completely changed my life.

  In August of that summer, one of the guests at the hotel was a trout fisherman named Dr. Hertz. He was a bald, burly, jovial man, well over six-foot-three, with knee-cap difficulties that kept him from traveling very far by foot without severe pains. He was quite obviously an enthusiast: he had a whole car-trunk-full of fly-fishing gear and was, of course, immediately referred to me, the resident expert on matters piscatorial.

  But he was an adult, so we at once had an incident between us: he refused, absolutely refused, to believe I had taken a four-pound pickerel from “that duck pond,” and when he did acknowledge the catch, his attitude was condescending, unconvinced.

  I bristled. Wasn’t my word unimpeachable? Had I ever lied about what I caught? What reason would I have to lie?

  Yet there was no evidence, since the cooks had dispatched the monster—and could not speak English. Nor could I find anyone at the hotel to verify the catch authoritatively. Aunt Blanche, when I recalled that catching to her in Dr. Hertz’s presence, only groaned “Ughhh!”—and thus lost my respect forever.

  Bass there might be in that padded pond, the knowledgeable man assured me: pickerel, never. So we wasted a full week while I first supplied him with innumerable crayfish and he then fished them for bass. Naturally, he didn’t even catch a punkinseed.

  But it was the stream—in which there were obviously no fish at all—that most intrigued him, and he frequently hobbled down to a convenient spot behind the hotel and scanned the water for long moments. “No reason why there shouldn’t be trout in it, boy,” he’d say. “Water’s like flowing crystal and there’s good stream life. See. See those flies coming off the water.”

  I had to admit that, Yes I did see little bugs coming off the water, but they probably bit like the devil and were too tiny to use for bait anyway. How could you get them on the hook? About the presence of trout—whatever they might be—I was not convinced.

  And I told him so.

  But old Dr. Hertz got out his long bamboo rod, his delicate equipment, and tried tiny feathered flies that floated and tiny flies that sank in the deep convenient pools where the creek gathered before rushing over the falls and down into the cleft.

  Naturally, he caught nothing.

  He never even got a nibble—or a look, or a flash. I was not surprised. If there were trout in the creek, or anywhere for that matter, worms were the only logical bait. And I told him so. Worms and shiners were the only baits that would take any fish, I firmly announced, and shiners had their limitations.

  But I did genuinely enjoy going with him, standing by his left side as he cast his long yellow line gracefully back and forth until he dropped a fly noiselessly upon the deep clear pools and then twitched it back and forth or let it rest motionless, perched high and proud. If you could actually catch fish, any fish, this way, I could see its advantages. And the man unquestionably had his skill—though I had not seen him catch a fish, even a sunny, in more than a week.

  And that mattered.

  As for me, I regularly rose a good deal earlier than even the cooks and slipped down to the lake for a little fishing by the shore. I had never been able to persuade the boat-boy, who did not fish, to leave a boat unchained for me; unquestionably, though he was only fourteen, he had already capitulated to the adults and their narrow, unimaginative morality. One morning in the middle of Dr. Hertz’s second, and last, week, I grew bored with the few sunfish and shiners and midget perch available from the dock and followed the creek down through the woods until I came to the little wooden bridge.

  I lay on it, stretching myself out full length, feeling the rough weathered boards scrape against my belly and thighs, and peered down into the clear water.

  A few tiny dace flittered here and there. I spied a small bullfrog squatting in the mud and rushes on the far left bank—and decided it was not worth my time to take him. Several pebbles slipped through the boards and plunked loudly into the pool. A kingfisher twitted in some nearby oak branches, and another swept low along the stream’s alley and seemed to catch some unseen insect in flight. A small punkinseed zig-zagged across my sight. Several tiny whirling bugs spun and danced around the surface of the water. The shadows wavered, auburn and dark, along the sandy bottom of the creek; I watched my own shimmering shadow among them.

  And then I saw him.

  Or rather, saw just his nose. For the fish was resting, absolutely still, beneath the log-bottom brace of the bridge, with only a trifle more than his rounded snout showing. It was not a punkinseed or a pickerel; shiners would not remain so quiet; it was scarcely a large perch.

  And then I saw all of him, for he emerged all at once from beneath the log, moved with long swift gestures—not the streak of the pickerel or the zig-zag of the sunfish—and rose to the surface right below my head, no more than two feet below me, breaking the water in a neat little dimple, turning so I could see him, massy, brilliantly colored, sleek and long. And then he returned to beneath the log.

  It all happened in a moment: but I knew.

  Something dramatic, miraculous, had occurred, and I still feel a quickening of my heart when I conjure up the scene. There was a strong nobility about his movements, a swift surety, a sense of purpose—even of intelligence. Here was a quarry worthy or all a young boy’s skill and ingenuity. Here, clearly, was the fish Dr. Hertz pursued with all his elaborate equipment. And I knew that, no matter what, I had to take that trout.

  I debated for several hours whether to tell Dr. Hertz about the fish and finally decided that, since I had discovered him, he should be mine. All that day he lay beneath a log in my mind, while I tried to find some way out of certain unpleasant chores, certain social obligations like entertaining a visiting nephew my age—who simply hated the water. In desperation, I took him to my huge compost pile under the back porch and frightened the living devil out of him with some huge night crawlers—for which I was sent to my room. At dinner I learned that Dr. Hertz had gone off shopping and then to a movie with his wife; good thing, I suppose, for I would surely have spilled it all that evening.

  That night I prepared my simple equipment, chose a dozen of my best worms from the compost pile, and tried to sleep.

  I could not.

  Over and over the massive trout rose in my mind, turned, and returned to beneath the log. I must have stayed awake so long that, out of tiredness, I got up late the next morning—about six.

  I slipped quickly out of the deathly still hotel, too preoccupied to nod even to my friend the night clerk, and half ran through the woods to the wooden bridge.

  He was still there! He was still in the same spot beneath the log!

  First I went directly upstream of the bridge and floated a worm down to him six or seven times.

  Not a budge. Not a look. Was it possible?

  I had expected to take him, without fail, on the first drift—which would have been the case were he a perch or a huge punkinseed—and then march proudly back to the Laurel House in time to display my prize to Dr. Hertz at breakfast.

  I paused and surveyed the situation. Surely trout must eat worms, I speculated. And the morning is always the best time to fish. Something must be wrong with the way the bait is coming to him. That was it.

  I drifted the worm down again and noted with satisfaction that it dangled a full four or five inches above his head. Not daring to get closer, I tried casting across stream and allowing the worm to swing around in front of him; but this still did not drop the bait sufficiently. Then I tried letting it drift past him, so that I could suddenly lower the bamboo pole and provide slack line and thus force the worm to drop near him. This almost worked, but, standing on my tip toes, I could see that it was still too high.

  Sinkers? Perhaps that was the answer.

  I rummaged around in my pockets, and then turned them out onto a flat rock: penknife, dirty handkerchief, two dried worms, extra snelled hooks wrapped in cellophane, two wine-bottle corks, eleven cents, a couple of keys, two rubber bands, dirt, a crayfish’s paw—but no sinkers, not even a washer or a nut or a screw. I hadn’t used split shot in a full month, not since I had discovered that a freely drifting worm would do much better in the lake and would get quite deep enough in its own sweet time if you had patience.

  Which I was long on.

  I scoured the shore for a tiny pebble or flat rock and came up with several promising bits of slate; but I could not, with my trembling fingers, adequately fashion them to stay tied to the line. And by now I was sorely hungry, so I decided to get some split shot in town and come back later. That old trout would still be there. He had not budged in all the time I’d fished over him.

  I tried for that trout each of the remaining days that week. I fished for him early in the morning and during the afternoon and immediately after supper. I fished for him right up until dark, and twice frightened my mother by returning to the hotel about nine-thirty. I did not tell her about the trout, either.

  Would she understand?

  And the old monster? He was always there, always beneath the log except for one or two of those sure yet leisurely sweeps to the surface of the crystal stream, haunting, tantalizing.

  I brooded about whether to tell Dr. Hertz after all and let him have a go at my trout with his fancy paraphernalia. But it had become a private challenge of wits between that trout and me. He was not like the huge pickerel that haunted the channels between the pads in the lake. Those I would have been glad to share. This was my fish: he was not in the public domain. And anyway, I reasoned, old Dr. Hertz could not possibly walk through the tangled, pathless woods with his bum legs.

  On Sunday, the day Dr. Hertz was to leave, I rose especially early—before light had broken—packed every last bit of equipment I owned into a canvas bag, and trekked quickly through the wet woods to the familiar wooden bridge. As I had done each morning that week, I first crept out along the bridge, hearing only the sprinkling of several pebbles that fell between the boards down into the creek, and the twitting of the stream birds, and the bass horn of the bullfrog. Water had stopped coming over the dam at the lake the day before, and I noticed that the stream level had dropped a full six inches. A few dace dimpled the surface, and a few small sunfish meandered here and there.

  The trout was still beneath the log.

  I tried for him in all the usual ways—upstream, downstream, and from high above him on the bridge. I had by now, with the help of the split shot, managed to get my worm within a millimeter of his nose, regularly; in fact, I several times that morning actually bumped his rounded snout with my worm. The old trout did not seem to mind. He would sort of nudge it away, or ignore it, or shift his position deftly. Clearly he considered me no threat. It was humbling, humiliating.

  I worked exceptionally hard for about three hours, missed breakfast, and kept fishing on into late morning on a growling stomach. I even tried floating grasshoppers down to the fish, and then a newt, even a little sunfish I caught upstream, several dace I trapped, and finally a crayfish.

  Nothing would budge that confounded monster.

  At last I went back to my little canvas pack and began to gather my scattered equipment. I was beaten. And I was starved. I’d tell Dr. Hertz about the fish and if he felt up to it he could try for him.

  Despondently, I shoved my gear back into the pack.

  And then it happened!

  I pricked my finger sorely with a huge carlisle hook, snelled, which I used for the largest pickerel. I sat down on a rock and looked at it for a moment, pressing the blood out to avoid infection, washing my finger in the spring-cold stream, and then wrapping it with a bit of shirt I tore off—which I’d get hell for. But who cared.

  The carlisle hook! Perhaps, I thought. Perhaps.

  I had more than once thought of snaring that trout with piano wire lowered from the bridge, but too little of his nose was exposed. It simply would not have worked.

  Carefully I tied the snelled hook directly onto the end of my ten-foot bamboo pole, leaving about two inches of firm gut trailing from the end. I pulled it to make sure it was firmly attached, found that it wasn’t, then wrapped a few more feet of gut around the end of the pole to secure it.

  Then, taking the pole in my right hand, I lay on my belly and began to crawl with painful slowness along the bottom logs of the bridge so that I would eventually pass directly above the trout. It took a full ten minutes. Then, finally, there I was, no more than a foot from the nose of my quarry, directly over him.

  I scrutinized him closely for a long moment, lowering my head until my nose twitched the surface of the low water but a few inches from his nose.

  He did not move.

  I did not move.

  I watched the gills dilate slowly; I followed the length of him as far back beneath the log as I could; I could have counted his speckles. And I trembled.

  Then I began to lower the end of the rod slowly, slowly, slowly into the water, slightly upstream, moving the long bare carlisle hook closer and closer to his nose.

  The trout opened and closed its mouth just a trifle every few seconds.

  Now the hook was fractions of an inch from its mouth. Should I jerk hard? Try for the under lip? No, it might slip away—and there would be only one chance.

  Instead, I meticulously slipped the bare hook directly toward the slight slit that was his mouth, guiding it down, into, and behind the curve of his lip.

  He did not budge. I did not breathe.

  And then I jerked abruptly up!

  The fish lurched. I yanked. The bamboo rod splintered but held. The trout flipped up out of his element and into mine and flopped against the buttresses of the bridge. I pounced on him with both hands, and it was all over. It had taken no more than a few seconds.

  Back at the hotel I headed immediately for Dr. Hertz’s room, the seventeen-inch trout casually hanging from a forked stick in my right hand. To my immense disappointment, he had gone.

  I wrote to him that very afternoon, lying in my teeth.

  Dear Doctor Hertz:

  I caught a great big trout on a worm this morning and brought it to your room but you had gone home already. I have put into this letter a diagram of the fish that I drew. I caught him on a worm.

  I could have caught him on a worm, eventually, and anyway I wanted to rub it in that he’d nearly wasted two weeks of my time and would never catch anything on those feathers. It would be a valuable lesson for him.

  Several days later I received the letter below, which I found some months ago in one of my three closets crammed with fly boxes, waders, fly-tying tools and materials, delicate fly-rods, and the rest of that equipment needed for an art no less exhaustible than “Mathematics.”

  Dear Nicky:

  I am glad you caught a big trout. But after fishing that creek for a whole two weeks I am convinced that there just weren’t any trout in it. Are you sure it wasn’t a perch? Your amusing picture looked like it. I wish you’d sent me a photograph instead, so I could be sure. Perhaps next year we can fish a real trout stream together.

  Your friend,

  Thos. Hertz, M.D.

  Real? Was that unnamed creek not the realest I have ever fished? And “your friend.” How could he say that?

  But let him doubt: I had, by hook and by crook, caught my first trout.
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  A Fisherman’s Childhood in Brooklyn

  Bedford Avenue in Brooklyn was sterile ground for a budding sportsman. We had the Dodgers and our own intense half-court basketball games at Wingate Field; we had stickball in the street, with the manhole in front of Ira’s house as homeplate, bike rides to Bensonhurst and Bushwick, stoop ball, tough touch football on the fenced-in cement field near P.S. 193; but there was not water closer than Steeplechase Pier at Coney Island—and the fishing there could only be rated as poor.

  I had started to fish at my grandfather’s hotel, the Laurel House, in an obscure corner of the Catskills, before memory. Then, fatherless, I continued to fish in a sump called Ice Pond during all those grim years from four to eight at a frightening boarding school in Peekskill, where my growing passion for fishing surely buoyed my spirits and possibly saved my life. When my mother and my stepfather brought me to Brooklyn, I was ten, and the first thing I noticed was all the cement. The place was lousy with gray. There was no fishing, not anywhere.

  Summer camp, on Lake Ellis in the foothills of the Berkshires, helped. I caught bullhead there, perch and several varieties of panfish, and my first bass. On a picnic to Bull’s Bridge on the Housatonic, I saw a magnificent trout rise to an unseen insect, and though I did not fish for trout for some years, that image never left me; the fish, nearly two feet long, starting as a shadow, turning into the shape of a fish—sleek and spotted—that slipped downstream with the current and then angled up so gently that its white mouth barely opened and there was only a slight bending down of the surface and then that neat spreading circle sliding down stream. At Steeplechase Pier, on cold November or February days, we used two-ounce sinkers, frozen spearing, and thick glass rods to catch skate, mackerel, fluke, flounder, hacklehead, occasional snappers, and whiting. They were not pretty fish, this grab bag of the seas, and the fun of it was all contained in that little tug forty-five feet below and then the sight of a wriggling thing as we hoisted it upward, reeling like mad.

  Every afternoon during my early teens I worked for a gardener who tended lawns and backyards in the neighborhood. He was a high school math teacher and I usually got to his house first, around three o’clock, readied the tools, and then sat atop the bags of mulch and pungent fertilizer in the carryall he attached to his car, waiting for him to arrive. With the little money I earned I bought my first spinning reel, various lines, hooks, and lures, my first fly rod (made of white glass), and bait for my saltwater sojourns, and I subscribed to four outdoor magazines. In the mid-to-late 1940s, I could not wait each month to get the magazines, my windows on the great outside world of angling. Lee Wulff, Joe Brooks, Ted Trueblood, A. J. McClane, H. G. Tapply, and Ed Zern became household names to me, though no one in my house fished or hunted and my stepfather thought it pretty stupid; I fished with those men from the Keys to Newfoundland, from the Beaverkill to the Deschutes. With Lee Wulff I jumped off a bridge over the Battenkill to see whether you’d die if you went underwater in waders, and I got just a little better (what with my three thumbs) at tackle tinkering by reading Tap Tapply—and I fell madly in love with Ted Trueblood’s West.

  Eventually I found books. Ray Bergman’s Trout was first—as it has been for many thousands of other trout fishermen. I was looking for some logic to it all—the history I now became aware of, the never-ending stream of tackle, the conflicting techniques, the practical lore of a thousand kinds without which one cannot really be a complete angler. Trout included a measure of everything one went to “the Word” for. Bergman’s patient, steady, thoughtful voice made good sense out of the mysteries of the craft and the greater mysteries of why a trout—under various circumstances—behaves as it does. His early experiences, decades earlier, paralleled those I was having—with their inescapable movement from “crude” to “more refined,” from unknowing to knowing. His instinctive dislike of hordes of people and of those “who are not in accord with the true spirit of nature” defined my own growing uneasiness with such people. I might, by circumstance, live in the heart of a gray city but my ancestors must have been Tapplys or Bergmans—with at least one Leatherstocking in the batch.

  Even before I tied my first fly onto a leader, Bergman gave me eyes to see what was in rivers—and he gave form and focus to my eventual love of fly fishing. He introduced me to wet flies, streamers, nymphs, and dries, and how they should be used; he described water I’d seen and was only just beginning to understand from my worming and spinning; he led me, also, to think as much about what respect I owed my fellow fishermen and my quarry as what a trout sees and how to play it more deftly once hooked.

  All this was in stony Brooklyn, far from rivers of any stripe—though by now I had in fact discovered that with some vigorous travel I could find flowing water only several hours away. From the age of thirteen on, and without ever missing an Opening Day or half a dozen trips each April and May, Mort and then Bernie and Don and I would take wearying treks north. We were all drawn to moving water—and we all still are, nearly fifty years later. The fishing was not very good, based on what I’ve experienced since; mostly stocked fish with a few holdovers, all caught rather unceremoniously in a passage of water between two city reservoirs, on worms first, then spinning lures. But we loved it. And we learned great lessons on those hard-fishing waters. Those days stolen from the gray city streets meant worlds to me then—and we had nights and Opening Day mornings that were as full of excitement as anything I’ve known since. A 15-inch holdover brown—with a bright orange belly and a bit of a kype—was a prize not soon forgotten.

  To fish those Westchester and Dutchess County rivers we needed bait, and the best, always, had been worms. Working for a gardener, I was in a position of great privilege; in an afternoon of hard spade work I could always slip ten or twenty choice garden worms into the Prince Albert tobacco can I kept in my back pocket; neither my boss or my clients cared. But better, I knew the lawns that had automatic sprinklers or owners who were conscientious users of the hose—and I had scouted out the lawns filled with little mud mounds with a hole in the center of each, the telltale mark of nightcrawlers. With flashlight and coffee can I could, whether it had rained or not, always count on collecting three or four dozen nightcrawlers on any spring night. Once the light had flashed across their shining backs, I’d turn it away, bend and grab quickly for the spot where the long worm entered the earth, then tease it out, like Arthur the great sword from the stone. When Mort and I worked in tandem, we’d keep an eye out for suspicious homeowners or the police and whisper loudly when we had some success—whispers sometimes punctuated with “A double!,” which meant we’d gotten two at one thrust, joined at the neck, in their act.

  Those days and the worlds of the sport I read in book and magazine led me to dream of fishing in states far-flung. I felt linked by my passion for fishing to every other fisherman in every other part of this diverse country—from the catfisherman in Missouri to steelheaders in Oregon to a bream fisherman on a bayou in Louisiana. I even ordered from some of the two dozen mail-order catalogs I got each spring lures and hooks that could be used only in such places. Ted Trueblood and A. J. McClane were my eyes and ears, and my soul, long before I knew anything about them other than what appeared in their articles; they gave me skills and techniques and made me a westerner and southerner long before I ever fished such waters. They gave me ethic, too—one that has only grown stronger, more a part of me, over the many years.

  Slowly, then, our worlds broadened. To summer camp and Sheepshead Bay and the Croton watershed rivers we added the great Catskill rivers, the huge St. Lawrence (for smallmouth bass and pike, with Mort’s father), then (in college) rivers in Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and Vermont. At first we took trains or buses; later we hitchhiked, barnstorming through the East, pursuing faint rumors and glimmers of promising water, gleaned from stocking reports that Bernie got from the New York State Conservation Department or from magazine articles or from hearsay. The great Sportsman’s Show—filled with hundreds of irresistible displays of lures, rods, reels, and lodges—came to Madison Square Garden every winter and we never missed it. It too gave us new dreams. We collected every travel brochure in the place and learned that the great landlocked salmon and outsized trout from the Maine and Canada exhibits were taken to a place called, ungraciously, Reservoir 3, in Westchester County—which proved, for us, only a very good lake in which to catch big crappies.

  Then, in 1955, the summer I got out of the army, I bought a black 1946 Ford convertible with twin silver exhaust pipes. It was my first car and it gave me the West. I loaded it with fishing tackle and headed across America for the first time. It was a miraculous trip, filled with revelations; after the cities and eastern mountain ranges, the day-long flatness of the prairie and my first sight of the snow-tipped Rockies, looming in the distance for hours before I reached them. I went north, then south, crisscrossing the Continental Divide; to the Madison, the Henry’s Fork, the Big Hole, then down to the great Gunnison in Colorado. I went up again to Silver Creek and the Big Lost River in Idaho, and found some unnamed spring creeks whose trout were mammoth—and, for me, uncatchable. I had never seen such water—so much of it and so wild, fecund. Eventually I wandered through Oregon, camped in the shadow of Mount Shasta, and then, on the way back, got vapor lock in the desert and had to be towed thirty miles. I had seen more water than I could fish in ten lifetimes, more fish of greater size than I’d seen in my entire childhood. If I stayed an extra day or two in a dry desert town waiting for my car to be fixed, it did nothing to blur the miracle of cold water.

  Back in the Rockies I remembered a lake an army friend had said held “big ones.” It did. I caught eight or ten truly huge trout, packed them carefully in ice, and raced back to Brooklyn. Don still remembers the day I arrived on East 24th Street in my 1946 Ford convertible and stopped in the middle of the street, where he was playing stickball, to show him my fish. He had never seen such trout. No one had. We talked for hours in my backyard, the tiny patch of gray summer grass surrounded by cement appearing even smaller—by a lot—than I remembered it. I had stopped working for the gardener when he paid me one dollar to cut my own grass and charged my parents ten dollars for the job; I had long skinned the yard of any nightcrawlers, and it was untended and dry now.

  I told Don and Mort everything I had seen. They looked at the trout, my bona fides, and nodded. I swore I’d go back; I swore I could learn how to fish for those elusive spring creek trout in Idaho. There was a vast world beyond Brooklyn. We’d seen nothing.

  I knew I would always be a visitor to such places and I knew too that I would treat them with perhaps even more respect than those who lived there did—for the sad rivers of my childhood were auguries of what could happen to rivers anywhere. I was shocked, years later, to see some local fishermen beach a rubber raft above Varney Bridge on the Madison and display a full limit of huge trout, laid out like frozen meat slabs in an ice chest; the limit was ten or fifteen in those days. It was during the stonefly hatch and they had caught their fish on live stoneflies. There were four of them in that little boat, jammed in like city subway riders, cackling. They boasted that they had time before dark to float from McAtee down again and take another limit each.

  But by then I knew that rivers belong to those who love them, and that these men were no friends of this river.

  That afternoon in the backyard in Brooklyn I knew I would go west again, and south and north, too. Suddenly there was a whole country full of rivers and lakes to fish—or fish again.

  And so I have.

  And so I will.


  Confessions of an Early Wormer

  When I was fifteen and we lived in Brooklyn and all the other guys were off hunting girls, I would often sneak out of my house on a muggy late-March evening, wearing sneakers and carrying a flashlight and coffee can. On the corner of the Bedford Avenue and Avenue J, I would meet my friend Mort, and the two of us, with great bounding strides, would head without a word for the huge abandoned house several blocks away, its windows dark, a “For Sale” sign stuck prominently into the front lawn. And among the high clumps of untended grass, only barely green, our hearts would quicken and we would begin to hunt worms.

  More snake than worm, these night crawlers were long, floppy, gooey things, often stretched out to six or seven inches on their spawning crawl. We would shine the light so that only its edge illuminated the shiny back of a worm, then plunge quickly to catch one where it left the earth, pinning it lightly, firmly, then easing it up out of its hole. Later we learned to put red paper over the faces of our flashlights, and we could shine the dimmer light directly on these night crawlers without their moving. We often caught the old hermaphrodites at it, quite passionately joined together at the necks, and now and again Mort or I would say, in a loud whisper, “Double,” and we’d display two with as much pride as a wing-shooter after his feat.

  We were always quick and intent about our business. We had to be. More than twenty minutes on any lawn usually meant the cops. We had “safe” lawns, where we could linger, and some well-tended lawns whose owners thought we were madmen, burglars, or worse. Carefully trimmed and watered lawns were usually the most fecund, and one old lady, whose immaculate lawn was irresistible, often sat shotgun so we “beastly boys” wouldn’t pinch her worms.

  It was a strange, mystical rite—this catching of night crawlers on moist spring nights—and we somehow took almost as much pleasure in it as we did in fishing. Rarely did we return with fewer than several dozen good worms. We even experimented with scores of different materials in which to store the bait—from cut newspaper to grass—and finally settled on sphagnum moss, which we bought in vast quantities from a dealer in Arkansas. We packed the moss and worms in shoeboxes, and I, who had an understanding mother, kept them in the vegetable section of my refrigerator.

  They were our foremost baits for trout, these snakelike night crawlers, and for several years we caught all our early-season trout on them. Though by May, when the water was low and clear and we switched to small garden worms—a firmer, more compact creature—all our April fishing was done with these preposterous monsters. And we caught fish. Big two- and even three-pound holdover brown trout, from hard-fished public waters, fell to our ungainly rigs.

  We gave them up not for flies but for spinning lures, and spent the last few years of our teens becoming lethal with this new tool that enabled you to flip a 1/16-ounce spinner forty feet, to the base of a fallen tree, and retrieve it with subtle fluttering.

  Spinning taught me much that I’ve put to good use when streamer fishing—but probably condemned me to a floppy casting wrist for life; only years of careful fly casting have burned away the haste, the impatience, the nervous movement spinning taught me so well. None of my previous fishing prepared me for the challenge of the dry fly, and only recently have I begun to appreciate how much I learned about wet-fly and nymph fishing from my early worming.

  At first we fished worms on long, unwieldy telescopic fly rods. We did not so much cast as heave or lob the rig out—a big night crawler hooked lightly in its orange band with a #8 Eagle Claw hook, then ten inches of leader, then as much split shot as we needed to get the thing where we wanted it. We used four of the biggest shot in the Big Bend Pool, merely one in the deep Swamp Pool, none in several slow glides where we’d fish in straight upstream and follow its progress down with the tip of the rod. On Opening Day, we used the most primitive methods and fished the deepest, slowest pools, smack in the middle, dead still, right on the bottom. On warmer days, we’d fish the head of a pool, drifting a worm from the riffle down into the center or sides—still as deep as possible. And even with “bugs” hatching all around us and trout rising with bacchanalian slurps, we fished—and caught fish—with worms We’d use the smallest worms then, the lightest leaders; we’d fish shallow runs or riffles, or wherever we saw fish rising. We fished upstream and watched the worm come back toward us, a few inches beneath the surface—and often enough we’d see one of the better trout cease all that peanut grabbing and head for a good, decent munch of worm.
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